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After five days of renewed anti-government protests, President Hugo Banzer declared a state
of siege April 8. Rather than bringing order, the decision brought the worst social crisis in 18
years, with escalating violence and condemnations from the political opposition, human rights
organizations, and the Catholic Church.
Protests first began in Cochabamba, 600 km southeast of La Paz, in February against an increase
in water rates and against ongoing coca eradication in El Chapare region of central Bolivia (see
NotiSur, 2000-02-25). On April 3, campesinos began blocking highways around the country. The
escalation of anti-government action not only encompassed growing anger at coca eradication and
water rates, but low wages, unemployment, and other economic difficulties.
Felipe Quispe, leader of the Confederacion Sindical Unica de Trabajadores Campesinos de Bolivia
(CSUTCB), said they were protesting because since last December they had been trying to get a
response from the government to a petition to stop coca eradication in Los Yungas, the only region
in Bolivia where coca is grown legally.
Government Minister Walter Guiteras said that drug traffickers have infiltrated Los Yungas and
begun cultivating beyond the 12,000 hectares of coca legally permitted. Quispe said the CSUTCB
also opposed the new water law (Ley de Aguas), which he said would privatize the use of water to
the detriment of campesino communities.
Protesters claim about half of Cochabamba's residents cannot afford to hook up to the city system
and must purchase water brought in by truck. Demonstrators previously forced a freeze on water
rates, but the government said an increase was needed to expand the water system.
Protesters demanded that authorities cancel a US$200 million contract with Aguas del Tunari a
consortium led by London-based International Water Limited (IWL) but the government refused.
On April 9, Goeffrey Thorp, head of Aguas del Tunari, said the consortium would cancel its contract
because of the ongoing protests. On April 11, protest leaders called for calm, and Congress amended
the water law to remove a clause that would have pegged water rates to the US dollar and another
that would have forced peasants to pay for using water from wells.

Banzer acts to protect "economic reactivation"
After escalating protests and road blockages paralyzed much of the country, Banzer declared a
state of siege April 8. Thousands of police and soldiers were deployed throughout Bolivia to quell
the demonstrations. "We see it as our obligation, in the public's best interest, to decree a state
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of siege to protect law and order," Banzer said in a message delivered by Information Minister
Ronald MacLean. The message also said the action was taken to avoid damaging "efforts for social
dialogue" and to ensure "that the great effort toward economic reactivation is not set back further."
The measure, decreed for 90 days, gives the president extraordinary powers to deploy the military
and the police, establishes a curfew, suspends constitutional guarantees, allows the arrest and
detention of labor, political, and civil leaders, and restricts travel and political activity. Using their
new powers, police arrested leaders of a teachers union and a water-rights committee who had
organized the roadblocks and protests in Cochabamba. Deputy Interior Minister Jose Orias said
police acted "to re-establish order when faced with vandalism."
But Tito Solario, archbishop of Cochabamba, said he was "deeply surprised" by the police action
and said he would work to renew dialogue between protesters and authorities. By Monday, the
press reported six people killed and dozens injured in confrontations across Bolivia. More than 50
people had been detained, including Quispe.
Human rights workers said many of those arrested were taken, without legal process, to jails in
remote jungle areas. Some reports from Cochabamba also said radio stations have been shut down.
"The conflicts reflect the poverty under which farmers are living and the fact that the government is
not listening to them," said Jesus Juarez, secretary general of the bishops conference (Conferencia
Episcopal Boliviana, CEB), speaking in Achacachi, 120 km north of La Paz, where soldiers shot and
killed two demonstrators.
Angry protesters then retaliated, killing an officer. But MacLean accused drug traffickers of
instigating the demonstrations to stop the government's coca eradication. "These protests are a
conspiracy financed by cocaine trafficking looking for pretexts to carry out subversive activities," he
said. "It is impossible for that many campesinos to spontaneously mobilize on their own."

Police also stage strike
Meanwhile, hundreds of police in La Paz and Santa Cruz staged a protest, taking over their
own headquarters and jails and demanding an increase in pay. In La Paz, police occupied the
headquarters of the Grupo Especial de Seguridad (GES), just a block from the Government Palace.
Twelve wives of men in the unit had gone on a hunger strike in the headquarters of the Central
Obrera Boliviana (COB) demanding that benefits be paid to families of four slain police.
The GES refused an order to arrest the women. "We are mutinying because we cannot go against
our families," said one policeman. "We are tired of our miserable salaries of barely US$70 a month."
The police protest turned violent, with police firing tear gas at soldiers who fired their automatic
weapons into the air. As risk of a major armed confrontation between the police and the army
grew, the government gave in and granted a 50% pay raise, ending the police protests in both cities.
"We have avoided a confrontation that could have been very bloody," said Waldo Albarracin,
president of the Asamblea Permanente de Derechos Humanos (APDH) and mediator between the
government and the protesting police. Officials said no disciplinary action would be taken against
the police, who were immediately pressed into service to enforce the state of siege.
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Opposition to state of siege grows
Opposition to Banzer's action is growing in Congress, which must ratify the measure. The
congressional debate has been postponed, however, until "order is restored." The day the measure
was announced, Carlos Sanchez Bersain, secretary general of the Movimiento Nacionalista
Revolucionario (MNR), the main opposition party, said he would ask Congress to lift the state of
siege. Three deputies have gone on a hunger strike, while several opposition leaders have called for
Banzer to step down.
The APDH expressed its "indignation" at the president's decision, which it called "arbitrary and
illegal." The APDH communique said the government's "arrogance and abuse" show that the
executive "prefers to act in ways similar to those used during the military dictatorships." Albarracin
said he saw no justification for declaring a state of siege. "Now we wait and see whether the
situation deteriorates into more human rights abuses," he said. On April 10, Bishop Juarez said the
bishops had offered to mediate to end the confrontations between the campesinos and the army.
The CEB called on Banzer to restore citizens' rights. "The state of siege, independent of the
justifications it might have, signifies a step backward in the democratic life of the country," said
the CEB communique. Meanwhile, the COB has called for a general strike April 12, students and
teachers have joined the protests in defiance of the state of siege, and, despite a tentative agreement
with protesters in Cochabamba, the city remains tense as 10,000 campesinos arrive to join the
protests. [Sources: Xinhua, 04/08/00; El Nuevo Herald (Miami), 04/05/00, 04/06/00, 04/09/00; CNN,
04/08-10/00; Clarin (Argentina), 04/09/00, 04/10/00; Los Tiempos (Bolivia), 04/10/00; Notimex, 04/0305/00, 04/11/00; Associated Press, Reuters, 04/07-11/00; Spanish news service EFE, 04/03/00, 04/08/00,
04/10-12/00]
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